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ARSENIC IN YELLOWKNIFE 
po shames lime Bheriraeber nelatith es chloortedi st 


From the federal perspective, the arsenic problem 
Presents a unique situation, because it is solely responsible 
for the resolution of the issue, for it has jurisdiction over 
the occupational health aspects in the mines and over the safety 


| 
of the Indian and white communities at large. | 


The! Gewtmeye rey Over arsenic started with the release. 
in 1975 by the CBC of a study of Yellowknife residents completed 
in 1969 by the Department of Rati diet Health and Welfare which 
indicated that the high rates of sickness and death in Yellowknife 
were possibly related to arsenic pollution from héaae gold mines. 
This and other studies led to a reduction in the amount of arsenic 
permitted to enter the environment. One of the mines involved, 
Giant Yellowknife Mines, reduced its emissions about 5 years ago. 
In the order of 120 tc 150 pounds of arsenic are released per 
day into the atmosphere now, representing about 1/30th of the 


amount released in the 1954-69 period. This arsenic, a biproduct 


of gold smelting, is now stored in large underground shafts. About 
200,000 tons have now been packed underground. Also as a result 


of the studies in the late Sixties, a fresh water Supply was built 


for the white community. 


A study completed jointly by the National Indian 


Brotherhood, the United Steel Workers of America and the 


University of Toronto showed that arsenic levels as much as 50 
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times the World Health Organization's safe levels, and a cancer 
rate almost twice the national rate, existed in Yellowknife. 
However, the arsenic levels were based solely on arsenic dust 
levels found in hair samples. A government sponsored study 
conducted at approximately the same time by the Standing Committee 
on Arsenic showed that the community's arsenic levels are no 


danger to the public, due to the action already taken. 


An independent study conducted by the Canadian Public 
Health Association, the final report of which was completed in 
December of 1977, concluded that "A lung cancer rate above the 
national average is noted for all of the Northwest Territories 
and Whitehorse in the Yukon. Much of this increase is attributable 
to a high incidence in native groups and is unrelated to arsenic 
exposure." Countering this statement are other comments in the 
report which note that there was not adequate data to assess the 
impact of arsenic and the fact that "arsenic levels in the hair 
strongly suggest that the workers (in the gold mine complex) are 
still absorbing the arsenic". As one consultant to the task 
force noted, "There's no way that they can say that there is 
no risk." Thus the report that was set up to resolve the issue 
has failed to do so. Most of the report's recommendations are 
centred. around increased monitoring activities and decreased 


levels of arsenic contamination from the mine. 


The report is noticeably vague and seemingly contradic- 


tory. This assuredly is the result of incomplete information. 
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Here are some statements from the report which may raise some 


concern: 


e "Some of the local lakes contain a relatively large amount 
of arsenic, but these lakes are either...contaminated by 
sewage, or at a level where they would be undesirable as 
a regular potable source...Most people, but not all, get 
their water from the safe municipal water system." 


e "Arsenic in the air and suspended particles are at acceptable 
levels. The 'dust' season is relatively short." 


e "Fish, except in one particular lake, are satisfactory for 
food. 


e "Vegetables are satisfactory if washed before use. Berries, 
available for a short period; are safe if washed." 


e "Soil is high in arsenic but not normally ingested except 
on unwashed vegetables or possibly directly by children." 
(and from earlier in the report:)Arsenic in the soil is a significa 
source of dust, which may be inhaled if the particles are of 
a respirable size, and as a potential source of water contamination 





e@ "Snow does contain arsenic and could be dangerous if used as 
a source of drinking water." 


e "A review of this list would suggest that there are few: 
possibilities of acquiring arsenic outside of the work- 
place in Yellowknife. For the great majority of the people 
in the area this seems to be the case." "For perhaps 10% of 
the population this is not so. Indian people and. particularly 
Indian children are acquiring an increased arsenic load." 
"Some workers have increased arsenic levels at least some of 
the time." 


e "It is surprising that at the time of the excellent review 
by de Villers and his associates (1965-66) ongoing programmes 
were not put into'-effect". "Dr. de Villiers made some very 
pertinent observations on electrocardiographic changes in 
some cases. These observations have not been followed up. 


"The Task Forces deplores this previous pattern of intermittent . 
surveys followed by period of relative inactivity. 
The task force made in total 46 recommendations which if implemented 


would firstly, ensure that everyone has an arsenic-free water 
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supply, secondly, that the emissions and effluents of arsenic 
compounds from the mine mill setting are 'markedly' decreased 
and thirdly, that ongoing environmental and health monitoring 
to detect changes in the situation are carried out. Some of the 


specific recommendations were: 


e "THAT adequate quantities of potable water be made available 
to residents of unserviced communities. While the provision of 
local water supply is a function of local government, the Task 
Force considers that both Giant Yellowknife and Cominco Mines 
have a financial responsibility to financially support such a 
programme." 


e "THAT Giant Yellowknife take immediate steps to reduce arsenic 
air emissions by commencing application of best available 
technology even before this application becomes manditory." 


e "THAT an airborne concentration of 30 micrograms of arsenic per 
cubic metre of air be adopted as an 8-hour time-weighed average 
exposure level for inorganic arsenic dusts." 


e@ THAT, since arsenic may act as a cocarcinogen to increase the 
risk of lung cancer in persons who smoke, such persons who 
° * : : " 
are occupationally exposed to arsenic be advised to stop smoking. 


e "THAT, when it is necessary for a workman to enter areas of high 
exposure, such as a baghouse or electrostatic precipitator, he 
be provided with a self-contained breathing apparatus with 
positive pressure at the face-piece, or its equivalent." 


e "THAT the Environmental Health component of the Northwest 
Territories health services organization have the primary 
jurisdiction for the protection of the health of workers and 
community residents from local environmental health hazards. 
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